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for sexual offenders: A preliminary model
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Zealand, and 3University of Birmingham, Birmingham, UK
Abstract While the phenomenon of sexual fantasy has been researched extensively, little
contemporary inquiry has investigated the structural properties of sexual fantasy within the context
of sexual offending. In this study, a qualitative analysis was used to develop a descriptive model of the
phenomena of sexual fantasy during the offence process. Twenty-four adult males convicted of sexual
offences provided detailed retrospective descriptions of their thoughts, emotions and behaviours*
before, during and after their offences. A data-driven approach to model development, known as
Grounded Theory, was undertaken to analyse the interview transcripts. A model was developed to
elucidate the structural properties of sexual fantasy in the process of sexual offending, as well as the
physiological and psychological variables associated with it. The Sexual Fantasy Structural Properties
Model (SFSPM) comprises eight categories that describe various properties of sexual fantasy across
the offence process. These categories are: origin, context, trigger, perceptual modality, clarity, motion,
intensity and emotion. The strengths of the SFSPM are discussed and its clinical implications are
reviewed. Finally, the limitations of the study are presented and future research directions discussed.
Keywords Sexual fantasy; structural properties; sexual offender
Introduction
Contemporary theorizing suggests that most individuals have sexual fantasies (Leitenberg &
Henning, 1995). Like fantasy more generally, sexual fantasy can be construed as an
imaginative process accompanied by a withdrawal from the immediate demands of the
external world, and a narrowing in focus of an individual’s internal world (Singer, 1961).
Such processes allow an individual to create an elaborate, emotionally anchored mental
picture, which has its origins in daydreaming, and involve erotica that creates or intensifies
sexual arousal (Carlson & Havelock-Coleman, 1977; Crepault & Couture, 1980).
*Corresponding author: Dr Dion Gee, Department of Psychological Services, Thornford Park*Blenheim,
Crookham Hill, Thatcham, Berkshire RG19 8ET, UK. Tel: 01635 860072. E-mail: Dion@ForensicPsych.co.nz
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Research on sexual fantasy in non-offending populations has tended to focus on two
broad facets; namely, their function (for a review see Gee, Ward & Eccelston, 2003) and
content (for a review see Gee, Devilly & Ward, 2004), despite the fact that several other
important properties have emerged from the literature. These, arguably more structural
properties, include: the origins of a sexual fantasy; their frequency; the way in which a sexual
fantasy is triggered or activated; their temporal stability; the emotional tone and/or the
emotional experience resulting from the sexual fantasy; and whether the sexual fantasy is
substitutive or preparatory (see Leitenberg & Henning, 1995 and Person, 1995 for a review).
Given the plethora of literature investigating sexual fantasy in non-offending populations,
this article focuses on the structural properties of sexual fantasy during the process of sexual
offending, as experienced by men who commit these aberrant behaviours.
The structural properties of sexual fantasy for sexual offenders
The hypothesis that fantasy facilitates action has led clinicians and researchers to express
concern over the role sexual fantasy may play in sexually aberrant behaviour (Badcock, 1997;
Hazelwood & Warren, 1995; Looman, 1995; Prentky et al., 1989). Despite this concern,
recent theories/models of sexual offending have often only alluded to the importance of
fantasy (see Brown, 1997; Gresswell & Hollin, 1997; Ward & Beech, 2006; Ward & Hudson,
2000b; Ward & Siegert, 2003) and research investigating fantasy in the process of sexual
offending has tended to ignore fantasy’s structural properties as a research question. The
research that does exist appears restricted to deviant sexual fantasy. That is, sexual fantasy
that contains themes involving the intentional infliction of harm in a sadistic or otherwise
sexually aggressive way (Prentky et al., 1989), or themes that depict illegal and/or socially
unacceptable behaviours (Crepault & Couture, 1980).
A number of studies investigating the prevalence of deviant sexual fantasies in male
sexual offenders revealed that a high proportion of this population reported such fantasies.
McGuire, Carlisle and Young (1965) found that 75% of sexual offenders reported that their
most common sexual fantasy related to their paraphillic activity. Burgess, Hartman, Ressler,
Douglas and McCormack (1986) obtained similar results when 80% of the sexual offenders in
their sample reported having masturbatory fantasies relating to sexually assaultative
behaviour. Burgess, Hazelwood, Rokous, Hartman and Burgess (1988) reported that the
prevalence was somewhat higher among serial rapists, with 95% of their sample reporting
‘‘rape fantasies’’.
Research investigating the onset of deviant sexual fantasies for sexual offenders has
revealed that the sexually aggressive behaviour of serial rapists usually began in adolescence,
and was often accompanied by the onset of rape fantasies (Burgess et al., 1988). Burgess et al.
noted that 95% of their sample reported rape fantasies, with the age of onset for these
fantasies ranging from eight to 28 years of age, with a mean age of 16.9 years. The authors
also reported that the onset of deviant sexual fantasy was later if an individual had witnessed a
sexually disturbing event, compared to having experienced either exploitative sex or being
forced into a sexual encounter. The study by Marshall, Barbaree and Eccles (1991) revealed
that 52% of the child molesters in their sample admitted having sexual fantasies about
children, with 29% indicating these fantasies emerged before the age of 20 years. Of those
offenders who showed arousal to children, 95% reported fantasizing about children during
masturbation, while 44% of the sample recalled having deviant fantasies before their first
offence (Marshall et al., 1991).
A study by Looman (1997) found that the presence of sexual fantasies in child molesters
was often related to the gender of their actual victim(s). In this study, 83% of offenders who
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had male victims reported deviant sexual fantasies of children, while 19% of those with female
victims entertained such fantasies. Offenders who reported establishing a ‘‘friendship’’ with
their victim were also noted to entertain more sexual fantasies involving children (Looman,
1997).
Finally, research investigating the sexual fantasy content of sadistic sexual offenders
noted that the deviant sexual fantasies entertained by these individuals reflected a marked
shift away from the ‘‘normal’’ heterosexual fantasies that occur during puberty (MacCulloch,
Snowden, Wood & Mills, 1983).
Given the lack of evidence to clearly implicate pornography causally in sexual offending
(Howitt, 1998; Howitt & Cumberbatch, 1990; Seto, Maric & Barbaree, 2001), researchers
have often demonstrated an association between the use of pornography and its disinhibiting
effect toward the sexually explicit themes depicted in the material (Bauserman, 1996;
Gerbner, Gross, Morgan & Signorielli, 1994; Marshall & Barbaree, 1990; Silbert, 1989;
Wyre, 1992). This disinhibiting effect might also sustain and/or perpetuate the development
of further deviant sexual fantasies, which in turn increases the potential of fantasy enactment,
thereby heightening the probability of a sexual offence occurring. Although a significant
proportion of sexual offenders blame pornography for their sexual offending (see Becker &
Stein, 1991; Marshall, 1988; Nutter & Kearns, 1993), what seems apparent is that
pornography can provide individuals with the material needed to construct deviant sexual
fantasies, and/or entrench those fantasies that already exist (often through masturbation).
Accepting that sexual offenders are consumers of pornography, little research exists
establishing differences in pornography consumption rates for sex offenders and other
populations (Cook, Fosen & Pacht, 1971; Goldstein & Kant, 1973). In one study, researchers
found that sexual offenders have less experience with pornography than individuals who have
not committed sexual offences (Carter & Prentky, 1990; Langevin, Wright & Handy, 1988).
Research also demonstrated that the age of first exposure to pornography for sexual offenders
was not significantly different from controls, while in another study sexual offenders become
involved with pornography later in life than did controls (Condron & Nutter, 1988; Nutter &
Kearns, 1993).
In the current study, a qualitative analysis was used to develop a model of the structural
properties of sexual fantasy and their relationship to the offence process. In view of the fact
that comparatively little is known about the structural facets of sexual offenders’ sexual
fantasies, it was felt that a qualitative study would prove useful in identifying the properties
evident in sexual offenders’ fantasy descriptions.
Method
Grounded theory
The goal of grounded theory is to build a theory based upon the interpretation of data.
Grounded Theory has been conceptualized as ‘‘a process of constantly moving back and forth
between the data and developing theory such that the emergent theory itself directly guides
data gathering through a process of coding and theoretical sampling procedures’’ (Mace,
1998, p. 71). Thus, the developing theory is ‘‘grounded’’ in data; it is ‘‘discovered, developed
and provisionally verified through systematic data collection and analysis of data’’ (Strauss &
Corbin, 1990, p. 23).
Grounded theory generation typically progresses through a systematic set of procedures,
which begins with concepts being inductively derived from an initial set of qualitative
descriptions. These concepts are then coded into provisional categories, which leads in turn to
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the collection of further descriptions, or data. The process of coding involves conceptualizing
the data into discrete parts or meaning units (a meaning unit is a distinct idea in the context of
the study), then examining, comparing, re-conceptualizing and sorting them into categories
(Rennie, Phillips & Quartaro, 1988; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). During this process, systematic
comparisons are used to offset bias and aid in the development of broader categories.
The next step is the deduction of predictions or hypotheses concerning the ability of the
provisional categories to account for new protocols. If the existing categories fail to
accommodate the new data, new categories are formulated and the process continues. This
modification and refinement of categories and sub-categories continues until ‘‘saturation’’.
Saturation occurs when all new data is effectively coded into the existing categories without
requiring any new categories, properties or relationships (Ward, Fon, Hudson & McCormack,
1998). The researcher then draws links between the categories/components and refines the
model further until the theory becomes explicit.
Measures
Fantasies involve private experiences and, consequently, are phenomena that are difficult to
measure accurately; particularly when the content of those fantasies relate to aberrant
activities. Therefore, a semi-structured interview was constructed and utilized to obtain
information in relation to offenders’ fantasies (that is, the fantasy script), the use of fantasy
(that is, mental simulation) and to elicit any patterns of criminal activity. The aspects of
fantasy that the interview elicited included: relationship to masturbation; themes and content
of fantasy (behavioural, demographic, etc.); role in offending; the structure of fantasy
(frequency, duration, etc.); sources of material for fantasy; function of fantasy (arousal, affect
regulation, etc.); and changes to fantasy over time. The interview also aimed to elicit
information in relation to the offence behaviour chain.
Research participants
Research participants comprised 24 male sexual offenders whose index offence (that is, the
most recent offence), resulted in a conviction for a sexual offence and subsequent
incarceration in a correctional facility in Victoria, Australia. By using the legal definition of
sexual offending [that is, as defined under Pt. 1 Div. 1 Subdiv. (8A) to (8E) of the Crimes Act
(1958, VIC, Australia)], the present study adopted a clear-cut criterion for establishing
participant inclusion.
In an attempt to obtain a better cross-section of the sexual offender population, three
locations were utilized to recruit participants. Nine individuals were recruited from the
community-based sexual offender programme attached to Victoria’s prison-based sexual
offender treatment programme at Ararat Prison; 11 participants were recruited from the
Ararat prison sexual offender treatment programme; and, four participants were recruited
from a community-based forensic psychiatry setting.
Procedure
The aim of the semi-structured interview was to explore the themes of fantasy across the
process of sexual offending, and to gather descriptive data with respect to this. The interview
guide was comprised of a series of open-ended questions, accompanied by a set of more
specific questions to elicit further information regarding this process, if this had not emerged
spontaneously. The questions were designed to probe for, among other factors, fantasy
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themes and changes in fantasy content, while the more specific structural properties of sexual
fantasy were explored across the offence process.
As is typical during grounded theory, the method of constant comparison [i.e. where
emergent patterns in the data direct future sampling procedures (Henwood & Pidgeon,
1992)] resulted in some of the initial interview questions becoming redundant, while others
were elaborated. Thus the interview guide progressed through numerous refinements across
the data collection process. This meant that data categorization and analysis directed the
emerging theory.
In line with the recommendations of Lincoln and Guba (1985), file reviews allowed for
the triangulation of data, and provided a means of assessing the reliability of the information
supplied during the interview process. Where possible, this information was also checked
(confidentially) against information supplied by the therapists working in the sexual offender
treatment programmes. This process was conducted subsequent to all contact with a specific
participant to avoid the possibility of contaminating the interview.
Reliability and validity
The potential for unreliable data as a result of self-report was addressed through a number of
means. All interviews were conducted face to face by the same researcher, establishing rapport
and facilitating information gathering. Furthermore, all participants were reminded fre-
quently that the research was not part of their treatment, that all information was confidential
and that they could withdraw at any stage. Finally, all participants had consented freely to the
research. In light of this, it was believed that participants would be less likely to lie, as they
would have gained little from doing so. However, as with all contemporary measures of sexual
fantasy, disingenuous responding cannot be ruled out completely.
Analysis
As recommended when using the grounded theory method, analysis of the interview
transcripts occurred concurrently with the data collection process. Each interview was
transcribed and the data then entered, stored and analysed in QSR: NUD*IST version 4
(Qualitative Solutions & Research, 1998).
Results
Sample characteristics
The mean age of the 24 participants in the present study was 45 years (s.d./10.4 years, range
2562 years). The majority of the participants were Australian (n/22). Thirteen were either
married or in a de facto relationship at the time of their offending, while the remainder
indicated they were single. Eight participants stated that they were living alone at the time of
their offence(s), while 16 stated that they were cohabitating. Most (n/22) were employed,
self-employed or in full-time study at the time of their offence(s), with education level ranging
from year 3 (approximately nine years of age) up to a university education or trade certificate.
Six participants had a history of alcohol abuse, one participant had a history of drug abuse
and two participants had a history of abusing both alcohol and drugs.
Thirteen participants had a previous criminal record. Three participants had previous
convictions for sexual offences against adults, while four participants had prior convictions for
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sexual offences against children. In addition, five of these 13 participants had previously
breached a court order and/or violated their parole conditions.
The mean age at first conviction for any criminal offence was 28 years (s.d./12.2 years,
range 1254 years). The mean age at which the participants commenced their ‘‘index’’ set of
offences was 31 years (s.d./8.2 years, range 1649 years) and the mean duration of these
index offences was 5.3 years (s.d./8.2 years, range one day30 years). The majority of
participants were serving their first term of imprisonment (n/19), with the mean length of
the longest term of imprisonment (including current sentence) being 6.2 years (s.d./5.2
years, range 0.520 years).
The majority of participants had committed sexual offences against children (n/20),
while the remainder committed sexual offences against adult women. Fourteen participants
had abused exclusively female victims, seven participants had abused exclusively male victims,
while three participants abused both male and female victims. In 19 cases, the participant
knew the victim of the abuse in some way, although some participants had offended against
both known and unknown victims.
Although all participants had committed a hands-on offence, the nature and intrusive-
ness of the offence behaviour varied across the sample; some performed by the offender, and
others wherein the offender had the victim perform the acts on either themselves or on the
offender. Eight of the participants committed their sexual offences exclusively in their own
home, while a further seven participants also had offence locations outside of their own home
(for example, camp, swimming pool or school). The remaining nine participants had offence
locations that were exclusively outside their own home.
Inter-rater reliability check
An independent evaluator rated a random selection of 33% of the interviews. He was a
psychologist specializing in sexual offender therapy, but who had no prior knowledge of the
research methodology or expertise in Grounded Theory. This check revealed an average
agreement of 85% between the independent evaluator and the researcher in terms of meaning
unit identification, with reliability ranging from 83% to 88% (the acceptable level for inter-
rater agreement as set at 80% in line with conventions in psychology). The remaining variance
was explained by both under-coding (that is, the researcher had divided meaning units at a
finer level than the independent evaluator) and over-coding (that is, the independent
evaluator had divided meaning units at a finer level than the researcher).
Sexual fantasy structural properties model
Analysis of the offence transcripts resulted in the construction of the Sexual Fantasy
Structural Properties Model (SFSPM), which identifies eight structural properties of sexual
fantasy evident across the process of sexual offending. At their most abstract, these properties
are: origin, context, trigger, perceptual modality, clarity, motion, intensity and emotion (see
Figure 1). These structural properties were evidenced in an individual’s general sexual
fantasies, as well as their offence-focused fantasies (both non-specific offence and offence
specific; see Gee et al., 2004).
Origin
The origin of sexual fantasy refers to the source of a particular fantasy’s content. In some
cases, the sexual fantasy stemmed exclusively from an internal process. That is, the fantasy
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was derived solely from the offenders’ imagination (e.g. ‘‘all my thoughts were in my own
head, I used my imagination’’). However, in the vast majority of sexual fantasy, the content
was sourced externally (i.e. most of the material used to construct an offender’s sexual
fantasies came from what they had seen, heard, read or otherwise experienced). Five distinct
external sources emerged. These were: the offender’s own abuse (e.g. ‘‘my thoughts were
about what had happened to me, with my dad, my brother, what they did to me when I was
younger’’), pornography (e.g. ‘‘and fantasizing very heavily with pornography’’), past and/or
present sexual experiences [both consensual and offending (e.g. ‘‘they were by and large with
women that I had sexual relationships with’’, ‘‘about the boys, definitely about what we were
doing’’)], what had been modelled by others (e.g. peers, parents, siblings and/or strangers)
and what the offender had seen or heard within the media (e.g. television, literature, and/or
radio).
The diversity of external sources of sexual fantasy was contingent upon an offender’s
exposure to sexual imagery (actual or perceived), as well as his ability to construct and utilize
unique internal imagery. Moreover, the source material used to construct a sexual fantasy was
linked to the actual content of the fantasy. That is, general sexual fantasy themes were sourced
from more general sexual material, while offence-focused themes often had their origin in
abuse, blurred sexual boundaries, limited sexual experience or limited exposure to sexual
imagery; however, this was not always the case. Some offenders used themes of past
consensual sexual experiences and manipulated certain characteristics to form offence-
focused fantasy (see below).
Context
The context of sexual fantasy refers to the situational environment in which an individual was
entertaining the sexual fantasy; that is, when and where the individual was. This category
incorporates both the situational context of the fantasy (e.g. ‘‘they came on more when I was
alone, at night getting ready for bed’’) as well as the intrapersonal context (that is, the frame of
mind that the individual was in at the time of engaging the sexual fantasy). The context of
ytiladoMlautpecreP
yrotiduA
yrotatsuG
elitcaT
lausiV
yrotcaflO
S seitreporPlarutcurt
txetnoC ytiralC
gnivoM
llitS
reggirT
lanretxE
lanretnI
noitomE
enoT
A asiarpp l
E noitaulav
lasuorA
P acigoloisyh l
P acigolohcys l
ytisnetnI
noitaruD
tesnO
E tnetx
ycneuqerF
E etalacs
I tibihn
nigirO
lanretnI
esubAnwO
P yhpargonro
secneirepxElauxeS
M elledo d
aideM
lanretxE
elbatS
noitoM
FIGURE 1. Key facets of the SFSPM.
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sexual fantasy had a considerable influence over how a sexual fantasy was triggered, and
appeared to be linked to why an offender chose to entertain a particular sexual fantasy (see
Gee et al., 2003).
Trigger
‘‘Trigger’’ indicates the processes by which a sexual fantasy is activated or evoked. There are
two ways in which a sexual fantasy can be triggered, either externally or internally. Some of the
sexual fantasies present during the offence process had a clear external trigger, or script-
evoking context (e.g. ‘‘you would see a girl walking up the street and start thinking about
her’’). For other sexual fantasies, an offender indicated they were triggered internally, by
seemingly ‘‘unconscious processes’’ (e.g. ‘‘at times they are activated by my own thoughts, I
could be sitting there and they would just pop up, I don’t really know why’’).
Perceptual modality
The structural facet of perceptual modality delineates how a particular sexual fantasy theme is
perceived in the ‘‘mind’s eye’’. There are five subcategories of this facet, and while the
majority of sexual fantasies were restricted to the visual modality, that is, via the use of visual
imagery (e.g. ‘‘days before I could visualize it, they were pictures in my head’’), a small
proportion of sexual fantasies also had auditory, tactile, gustatory and/or olfactory sensations
associated with them.
Clarity
Clarity, as a facet of fantasy, details how clearly and lucidly an offender perceives a particular
sexual fantasy theme. While some fantasies were reportedly clearly perceived by the offender
(e.g. ‘‘they became more concrete each time, they were extremely vivid in my mind’’), other
sexual fantasy themes were more limited in clarity.
Intensity
The intensity facet of sexual fantasy reflects the strength of a particular sexual fantasy theme,
and comprises two subcategories, frequency and duration. The first subcategory, frequency,
delineates how often an offender entertained a particular fantasy theme. This frequency
varied considerably, with some sexual fantasy themes occurring at a high frequency (e.g.
‘‘these were images and thoughts that I would have often, I was having quite a lot’’), while
others occurred less often. The frequency of sexual fantasy was mediated by an offender’s
active or passive attempts to regulate how often a particular fantasy theme was entertained.
This meant that over the course of the offence process, the frequency at which an offender
engaged in sexual fantasy could remain stable, escalate or be inhibited.
The second subcategory of intensity is duration. Two aspects of duration were important
in the present context. The first, extent, refers to the length of time that an individual
entertained a particular sexual fantasy, and varied along a continuum. At one extreme sexual
fantasies were ‘‘fleeting’’ (e.g. ‘‘because they were very quick and just fleeting’’), while at the
other they consumed large amounts of the offender’s time (e.g. ‘‘it just consumed 99.9% of
my time, fantasy and offending, it just consumed me’’). The degree to which a particular
fantasy theme varied along this continuum appeared to be governed by the offenders’ active or
passive attempts to regulate the extent of their fantasizing. The second aspect of duration is
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onset. This refers to the length of time that a particular sexual fantasy theme had been part of
an offender’s fantasy repertoire. Some sexual fantasies had their onset early in an offender’s
life, and had been entertained at numerous points, over a long period. This occurred for both
the general sexual fantasy theme, as well as the offence-focused theme (e.g. ‘‘I would say a
couple of years, yes definitely a couple of years, maybe four or five years’’). Other sexual
fantasies had a much later onset; this was especially the case for offence-specific fantasy
themes that often began shortly before, or soon after, the offender’s initial offence.
Emotion
The structural facet of emotion emerged as important to the understanding of sexual fantasy
in sexual offending. This category encapsulates the emotion attached to a particular fantasy
theme, and is comprised of two subcategories. The first subcategory of emotion is tone. Tone
refers to an offender’s emotional appraisals (of himself, the victim and the behaviour in the
fantasy) and the overall evaluation of the sexual fantasy theme. Both of these subcategories
were defined in terms of positive and/or negative emotions, and were enmeshed with an
offender’s assessment of the actual offence process.
The second subcategory of emotion describes an offender’s arousal (both psychological
and physiological) upon engaging a particular fantasy theme. This structural facet was highly
specific, and moderated by a number of factors that included: an offender’s appraisals of the
fantasy content; an offender’s desire to regulate (i.e. inhibit or escalate) his arousal to a sexual
fantasy theme; the general fantasy context; and the phase of the offence process that the
offender was in at the time (see Gee et al., 2004).
Motion
The final structural facet of sexual fantasy is motion. This facet refers to the level of activity
within a sexual fantasy and was seen to vary considerably, both within and across, sexual
fantasy themes. While some sexual fantasies were devoid of activity, that is, the content of the
fantasy was still (e.g. ‘‘I used still pictures, they were just stills in my head’’), other sexual
fantasies were clearly more dynamic, with moving attributes. In this latter subcategory sexual
fantasies varied in terms of activity level, with offenders often reporting that their fantasies
were ‘‘just like movies running in my head’’. We argue that this property is conceptually
distinct from other structural facets (e.g. Perceptual Modality), as it appeared that this
property was important in the escalatory cycle. That is, the more malleable fantasies often
formed part of the fantasy script that drove simulation and rehearsal (Gee et al., 2003).
Discussion
Acknowledging the preliminary nature of the model, we argue that the salient facets of the
SFSPM support, and can potentially extend, previous research. At its most abstract, the
SFSPM suggests that the majority of sexual offenders entertain both general sexual fantasies
and offence-focused fantasies to varying degrees throughout their life; a point that is perhaps
under-reported by research investigating the sexual fantasies of sexual offenders.
A more specific salient feature of the SFSPM is that it highlights the importance of
considering both the situational and intrapersonal context in which a sexual fantasy is
experienced. While little contemporary research has investigated this aspect, we argue that it is
a particularly important facet of sexual fantasy within the domain of sexual offending, as it
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may assist in treatment planning, and might help offenders better manage potential lapse
situations. That is, it may allow individuals an opportunity to identify what and where
offence-focused fantasies are likely to be triggered, thus allowing these more ‘‘risky’’
situations/contexts to be avoided and/or reframed.
The second significant facet of the SFSPM is that it ‘‘unpacks’’ the offenders’ attempts to
regulate the intensity of sexual fantasies across the offence process. While the frequency with
which offenders’ entertained offence-focused fantasies was similar to previous research
(Burgess et al., 1986; Prentky et al., 1989), the SFSPM highlights that offenders can exert
considerable control over their sexual fantasy behaviour. That is, offenders were seen to make
both active and passive attempts to escalate, maintain or inhibit the frequency and intensity of
their sexual fantasies.
The SFSPM also provides insights into the origin of an offender’s sexual fantasies.
Previous research has indicated that the content of fantasy is generated from both internal and
external sources (Byrne & Osland, 2000). While both these general sources of imagery are
encapsulated within the SFSPM, the model also makes the distinction between five external
sources of sexual imagery; that is, an offender’s own childhood abuse, pornography, sexual
experiences, modelled experience and the media. Exposure to these types of sexual imagery
early in life is believed to have considerable influence over the development of an individual
sexual script, and arguably may guide future sexual behaviour (Branaman, 1996; Person,
1995; Ward & Hudson, 2000a). This was certainly the case in the present context, where a
large proportion of offenders reported that they often returned to a small number of especially
arousing fantasy themes that they had seen or experienced when they were younger.
A particularly interesting feature with respect to the source of sexual fantasy was how
offenders integrated, or failed to incorporate, experiences of childhood sexual abuse into
fantasy. Consistent with previous research, many offenders in the present sample reported
being subjected to childhood sexual abuse. Numerous researchers have suggested that such
sexual trauma can increase the likelihood of deviant sexual imagery being incorporated into
fantasy (Howitt & Cumberbatch, 1990; Prentky & Burgess, 1991). For the present sample,
whether or not such material was actively incorporated into fantasy was dependent on the
offender’s current appraisal of his past abuse. Those individuals who reported that their early
abusive experiences were positive (regardless of how they reported perceiving the experience
during the actual offence) were more likely to incorporate imagery relating to those
experiences into their offence-focused fantasies. Although a negative appraisal of childhood
sexual abuse did not necessarily exclude the incorporation of that material into fantasy, it did,
however, influence the emotional experiences that accompanied such fantasies. That is, unlike
the positive emotion that was attached to the fantasies in the former scenario, the latter
fantasies were generally brief, negatively toned flashbacks, which were often triggered during a
sexual offence, or while an offender was actively attempting to inhibit thoughts of their
previous offence behaviour.
A further salient feature borne out of the SFSPM highlighted an offender’s behaviour
when access to external sources of general sexual imagery or offence-focused fantasy were
blocked or absent. In these situations, many offenders actively manipulated non-sexual
themes, and/or general sexual imagery, into offence-focused fantasies. We argue that this may
have important implications within and outside the therapy context in terms of how
pornography is restricted/regulated, and what constitutes pornography for sexual offenders.
The SFSPM is consistent with several recent models of sexual offending. With respect to
the Pathways Model (see Ward & Siegert, 2003; Ward, Bickley, Webster Beech & Eldridge,
2004), we argue that because fantasy appears to exert considerable influence over the
development of the sexual script, it may also act as an important moderator of the
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psychological mechanisms identified to underpin sexually aberrant behaviour (i.e. intimacy/
social skills deficits, cognitive distortions, emotional dysregulation and distorted sexual
scripts). In line with the Self-Regulation Model (Ward & Hudson, 2000b), especially with
respect to an offender’s goal-directed actions, the SFSPM posits that offences can be triggered
by either acquisitional (approach) or inhibitory (avoidance) behaviour. That is, the present
model contends that at different stages of the offence process, sexual fantasy could result
either from the active engagement in fantasy behaviour or from the misregulation of inhibitory
processes (that is, failing to inhibit an offence-focused sexual fantasy once triggered); with the
resultant engagement in sexual fantasy heightening the potential for an offence.
The SFSPM also contains aspects consistent with both the ‘‘process addiction’’ models
(see Brown, 1997), and those models of offending that implicate pornography causally (see
Gerbner et al., 1994; Wrye, 1992). Despite some degree of concordance, the majority of
offenders in the present sample did not exhibit all of the inherent properties of other addictive
processes (namely: salience, conflict, tolerance, withdrawal, relief and relapse/reinstatement).
Moreover, while pornography played some role in the development, maintenance and/or
escalation of sexual offending for a large number of participants, the reported causal influence
of pornography in the present context was in the minority. That is, while some offenders
blamed pornography for their sexually aberrant behaviour, only a small proportion of
participants indicated that they were attempting to enact a specific pornographic theme
during an offence. Instead, pornography appeared to serve the more immediate function of
providing offenders with the explicit sexual material needed to construct their fantasies. Thus,
we argue that, in conjunction with other factors, pornography may disinhibit an offender,
thereby increasing the likelihood of them committing a sexual offence. Perhaps the major
divergence of the SFSPM from traditional theories of sexual offending relates to lapse
behaviour. That is, a range of events that lead to re-offence, including voluntarily induced risk
behaviours such as deviant sexual fantasizing, however, as noted earlier, the SFSPM
demonstrates that sexual fantasy can also result from involuntary, more automatic processes.
Thus, in the context of lapse behaviour, we argue that it may be more useful to define fantasy
in terms of the active or passive entertainment of sexual fantasy once it has been triggered,
rather than simply a voluntarily induced behaviour.
Accepting the preliminary nature of the current research, we argue that there are several
potential treatment implications that follow from the models development. The first arises out
of the heterogeneity evident in the offenders’ fantasies. Sexual offenders report varying levels
of engagement in sexual fantasy at different points in their offending career. As such, it might
prove important to individually formulate cases to elucidate what role fantasy plays for a
particular offender at various phases of the offence process, rather than presuming
homogeneity (see Gee et al., 2003). Secondly, as evidenced in the SFSPM, sexual fantasy
has a number of integral structural properties in the context of offending. Unpacking these
properties, together with the physiological and psychological processes associated with them,
may allow clinicians to gain further insights into the role/importance of sexual fantasy in the
offence process; an endeavour that might lead to more specific treatment targets and
intervention strategies. Thirdly, if offenders can learn the importance of sexual fantasy across
the offence process, it may put them in a better position to monitor their level of risk. Due to
the difficulty offenders may have in identifying their emotional states (a commonly used
trigger to signify pending relapse) sexual fantasy might arguably provide some offenders with
the first clear lapse signal, thereby allowing for the implementation of appropriate coping
strategies. Finally, given the high proportion of participants who reported actively inhibiting
all forms of sexual fantasy during their participation in treatment (see Gee et al., 2004),
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offenders might need to learn that this form of thought suppression is both unrealistic, and
could lead to paradoxical outcomes (Johnston, Ward & Hudson, 1997).
There are a number of limitations in the study, some of which are associated with the use
of a qualitative methodology. Because a confirmatory sample (often used in quantitative
research) was not used, there is some difficulty in generalizing from the current participant
sample and also discounting researcher bias. Related to the above, given that grounded theory
utilizes smaller sample sizes than its quantitative counterparts, it might be contended that the
current research is not representative of an offender population. Here, it is important to
remember that model development within grounded theory is driven by category and
phenomena saturation, and not necessarily by sample size.
As this research constitutes a preliminarily step in the development of a comprehensive
theory of sexual fantasy in sexual offending, the SFSPM needs further scrutiny. First, there is
a need to assess the saturation and inter-coder reliability of the categories of the model. To
achieve this, new interview protocols would need to be coded into the existing model by
independent investigators. Secondly, cross-validation studies are required. For this process,
independent investigators would need to collect new interview protocols from complementary
samples. This would help to broaden the scope of the present model and offset potential
coding biases. Finally, studies investigating the generalization of the model to specific offender
populations are needed [e.g. internet offenders; offenders who refuse to participate in
treatment programmes; offenders within the four hypothesized offence pathways (a project
that is currently under way)].
In conclusion, the present research has generated a model of the structural properties of
sexual fantasies in sexual offenders, stimulating hypotheses that can potentially drive further
research. Of importance, the current research may lay the foundation on which to investigate
the diversity of sexual fantasies within sexual offenders. It is hoped that such investigation may
lead to a better understanding of the differences between those preparatory offence-focused
fantasies evident in sexual offenders and those offence-focused, albeit non-preparatory,
fantasies often endorsed within the general population.
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